Cortisol levels and vigilance in eating disorder patients.
Elevated plasma levels of cortisol, as well as deficits in cognitive processes such as attention, have been observed in patients with eating disorders. The association between plasma cortisol and performance in vigilance task was studied in 17 patients with bulimia nervosa or anorexia nervosa during the acute phase of their eating disorder. In comparison to normal young women, the patients had a significantly lower hit rate in a discrimination task and showed an impaired perceptual sensitivity index. They also displayed significantly longer reaction times to hits, but not to false alarms. Cortisol levels of the patients were significantly higher than those of the normal controls. When patients were divided according to their median cortisol level, the patients with higher levels performed significantly more poorly than did the patients with lower levels. In the total patient sample, cortisol levels showed a significant negative correlation with hit-rate (r = -.54) and a significant positive correlation with reaction time to hits (r = .70). Other clinical characteristics were not related to cognitive performance. These results suggest a possible role of cortisol in the development of attentional deficits in eating disorder patients.